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Fatality Rankings
Fatally Flawed
by Reed Kempton

A few years ago, while working as
a bicycle advocate, | receved a
telephone cdl from a representative of
a locd safety organization. He asked if
| had seen the latest study ranking the
dates by bicycle fatdities. | responded
that 1 had not but would expect Arizona
to be in the top three. The particular
sudy he was referring to uses data from
the past ten years and calculates bike
fatdities per dae population. He
informed me that Arizona was second
and seemed shocked that | was neither
surprised nor upset.

He then asked one of the most
ridiculous questions | had ever heard.
“Now that you know this information,
aen't you afrad to ride your bike
here? | don't remember my exact
response but | was not invited to the
press conference to promote these
findings
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the top five for both pedestrian and bicycle
deaths per population. This data aone would
indicate that Arizona is one of the mogt

dangerous places to walk or bike.



| ssue Paper
Subject: Fatal Accident Statistics

Originally published in MCDOT By-Cycle December 2000

Page 2 of 2

This andyss has a faid flav. The raes
are based on deaths per population, not on
the number of people actudly waking or
bicyding. Look a Fgue 1 showing
pedestrian fataities by state for 1998. The
top three maps on the left sde show dates
only in the southern haf of the country. The
bottom three maps show dsates only in the
top hdf of the country. Is it possble tha
cdimate has something to do with accident
rates?

The problem with the rankings is that it
gives an unfar portrayd of redity. It is not
necessarily more dangerous to wak or bike
in Arizona than in most other dates It may
actudly be safer than many. Nearly al our
sreets have sdewaks and Maricopa County
has more than 1200 miles of bike lanes and
paths. As we add facilities, more people use
them. If more people are bicycling, chances
ae there will be more bicycle accidents. If
we could andyze accidents based on number
of people bicycing, we might have redidic
comparisons.

Arizona will aways rank high because
there are thousands of people participating
in oudoor activities every day, regardliess of
the season. Unlike cities where it snows,
Phoenix has no off-season for cydling. It is
unlikely that a northern dtate will have many
cyding fadities in the winter when mogt of
the bikes are in storage.

The maps in Figure 2 show 1998 and
1999 pededrian fatdities based on deaths
per population. The dates in red have the
highest rates. The daes in blue have the
lowest rates. Wyoming had four pedestrian
fadities in 1998 and 14 in 1999. This
moved them from 471" to sixth.

The third map shows the average median
temperature of the largest city in each of the
dates. While it is not conclusve, there
cetanly is a trend for the dates highest in
pedestrian fatalities based on deaths per
population to be the warmer states.

Figure 2
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The bicycle fatdities based on deaths per
population (Figure 3) yields a different map.
The western dates seem to dominate but
Horida is the word. It is interesting to note
that the dates with the highest fatdity rates
tend to have the highest percentage of
avalable sunshine Thee is a didinct
possibility that more people ride their bikes
when the sun is shining than when it is not.

The Sunshine State of Horida and
Arizona's Vdley of the Sun have the highest
average temperatures and the most sunshine.
Is it a coincidence that they dso have the
highet rate of pedestrian and bicycle
desths? | Dbelieve that there is a direct
reaionship between warm temperatures,
lots of sunshine, and many people bicyding.
| dso bedieve that if there are more people
bicydling, there will be more bicycle-related
fatdities

Do | think we need to improve? Yes, but
years from now (after we have spent a
bazillion dollars on bicyce and pedestrian
fadlities) when the pdliticians point to the
numbers and ask why Arizona sill has one
of the highest fadity rates I'm going to
blame it on the westher.

For more information on this and other
bicycle related topics, contact:

Reed Kempton

Bicyde/ Multi-Moda Planner

Maricopa County Department of
Transportation

2901 W. Durango St

Phoenix, AZ 85009-6357

602-506-1630
reedkempton@mail.maricopa.gov
www.mcdot.maricopa.gov/bicyclehbike.htm

1999 Bicycle Fatalities per 100,000 Population

B Lowest Fatality Rates
[ Highest Fatality Rates

Figure 3

Percentage of Available Sunshine

[ Least sunny
[ Most sunny



mailto:reedkempton@mail.maricopa.gov
http://www.mcdot.maricopa.gov/bicycle/bike.htm

